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Now I'm Here 


"Where the hell did all these fucking people come from?" | mutter to myself as | try to maneuver a shopping 
cart through the slow moving throng of grocery store traffic. No matter which way | turn, | run into people 
and their fucking immobile carts..almost literally. There's always someone moving too slowly, or just stopped in 
the middle of the aisle for no apparent fucking reason. I'd nearly mowed down a few kids. Aren't they supposed 
to have fucking parents? 


| shake my head as | careen around a corner, the cart popping up on two wheels. Its no secret that | like to 
drive a little fast. Shopping carts are no exception As the cart rights itself, though, | have to yank back on the 
handle to avoid yet another five-year-old. Kids are cute and all, but they really shouldn't be allowed to run 
amok in a grocery store. It makes it hard to drive the cart at full speed. They get in the way..and they aren't 


the only ones. 


So why would | want to be at the grocery store at peak traffic time? Kirk, that's why. When he came into the 


studio earlier today, | knew something was wrong. | had to hound him about it before he even told me he felt 


sick The idiot hadn't wanted James or | to know he wasn't feeling well. And the fucking excuse? He didn't want 


to slow up the production of the new album. 


Now, normally, | would have agreed wholeheartedly with that statement. But things have changed. In the last 
year or two, we've had some major upheavals in our lives. Our priorities have shifted. They've had to. It's the 
only way Metallica could have survived We used to put things like albums and touring first. But it's not like 


that anymore. 


So, yeah, | was a little pissed that it took some prodding on my part to get him to tell me he wasn't feeling 
well. | tried getting him to go home and rest, but Kirk wouldn't listen to me. He kept insisting he was okay. | 
fought the urge to grab a mirror and shove it in his face. Pale and drawn, he really didn't look well. Still, he 


refused to leave. 


| was pretty disgusted with him at that point. It only got worse when he asked me not to tell James. | wasn't 
happy about that at all, but what could | do? If he wanted to make stupid decisions, no matter what | said, 
than that was his choice. No way in hell was | going to change his mind. Kirk has a stubborn streak that's for 
sure. People often assume that James is the pig-headed one, and, yeah, they would be right. With that growl 
of his, The Mighty Het can be scary at times, but even he stands down when Kirk is particularly obstinate. 
Thank fuck it doesn't happen that often. 


To make a long story short, Kirk ended up in the studio with us instead of going home. All| could do was sit 
behind my drum kit, watching him tune his guitar. He looked fucking awful and | was about ready to tell James 
despite my promise. Maybe the two of us could convince Kirk that he would be better off resting at home. 
Lets face it, James had a better shot of convincing Kirk that he needed to be in bed..even if it meant tossing 
Kirk over his shoulder and taking him home. | would not put it passed James to do something like that if he 
thought it was necessary. 


Anything | was going to say, however, died a quick death. It was at that moment that James decided to ask 
Kirk about Jason. Shit, | couldn't even imagine what James was thinking. We hadn't talked about Jason in months. 
Hell, we even hadn't had a discussion about potential replacement bass players. The whole subject was taboo. 


None of us were ready. Me least of all.but that's another story. 


Instead, all | could do was sit there in dread as Kirk told us that Jason had asked him to leave Metallica. It 
hadn't even occurred to me that Jason would do such a thing. He just wouldn't do something like that. But, 
apparently, he did. | was so fucking relieved when Kirk told us he refused the offer. So relieved in fact that | 
decided | couldn't be mad at Jason But then again, | could never actually be mad at Jason. Even when the son 


of a bitch hurt me, it was hard to be angry with him. 


"No, | am not doing this," | say out loud, causing other shoppers to glance at me. What the fuck do | care? l'm 
an eccentric rock star, right? "I am #not* going to think about Jason right now. | can't." Squaring my 
shoulders, | turn the cart abruptly into the canned goods isle. For once, the aisle is blessedly empty. All | need 
to do is grab a couple of cans of soup and I'm out of here. | already have all sorts of medicine, orange juice, 
and other stuff | think Kirk might need in the cart. | even picked a few things for James since I'm sure he'll be 


staying at Kirk's for a few days..for the rest of his life if he can manage it. 


See? That's the only good thing that's come out of today. James finally got the balls to tell Kirk how he feels. | 
bet Jason he'd never do it. Guess I'll have to tell Jason he won. | actually thought Kirk would be the one to 
make the first move, but he never did. Jason was right about that, too. Oh, fuck, there | go thinking about 
Jason again. | really have to stop that. It just brings me down, 


‘Fuck you, Jason. Fuck you for leaving us, ! think as | viciously grab a few cans of soup and throw them into 
the basket. I'm about to turn around and leave when | realize something. Glancing at the cans of soup, | curse 
loudly and quite colorfully | might add--in two languages. | end up having to put all the cans back becouse a 
vegetarian wouldn't touch them. After taking a deep breath, | take the time to read the labels and carefully 
make the right selections. Wouldn't do any good to buy soup Kirk won't even eat. 


Throwing the last can in the basket, | turn and make my way to the registers, praying that there aren't any 
long lines. Despite all the fucking people in the store, | manage to find a very short line and before | know it, 
I've packed the car with my groceries and l'm on the road to Kirk's place. 


I'm so glad I'm almost there because being alone with my thoughts is a fucking pain in the ass. There's a 
reason | talk a lot. With words, | can battle the silence. If | let the silence in, lm fucked. | sometimes wonder if 
my own thoughts are out to get me. Talk about paranoia. It's true, though. Too much thinking leads to 


thoughts and memories that have the power to hurt me. Like now. 

| sigh as | turn into the long, winding driveway that will lead to Kirk's house. | stop to punch the code into the 
security pad and wait a little impatiently for the gate to swing open. The house, with its lights beaming from 
the windows, is welcoming as | come to a smooth stop and shut off the engine. The night is chilly and | just 


know James has started a fire. 


Eager to be warm again, | grab the two sacks from the trunk of my car and head inside to the kitchen. l'm 


somewhat surprised to see James there. 
"What took you so long, Uli?" James greets me as he stirs something on the stove. 


"Too many fucking people at the grocery store, man," | answer as | peer over his shoulder to see what he's 


cooking. "Fuck! Is that your famous hot cocoa?" 
James cracks a smile. "| don't know if it's famous, but, yeah, it is. Thought it would make Kirk feel better.” 


| nod eagerly. "I know it will. He loves it. So do |. You don't make it that often anymore." | sniff appreciatively. It's 
damn good stuff. "So? How is our lead guitarist anyway? Is he feeling any better?" 


The smile leaves James’ face and it's enough to cause me concern. "What is it, James? Did something happen 


while | was at the store?" 


"Do you know how long he's been sick?" James asks instead of answering my question 


It irritates me when he does that. It's like he's trying to avoid answering me. This, of course, nudges my 
concern level up a notch or two. This is Kirk we're talking about. | know it might just be a cold, but you don't 
like seeing the people you love hurt or sick And | do love Kirk. | might not be in love with him, but he's still 
one of my closest friends. I'm getting the feeling he's sicker than we thought. If I'm worried, | can only imagine 
how James feels. Still, that doesn't mean he can get away without answering my question. But I'll let that go 
for the time being. I'll eventually get back to it. One of the greatest traits | possess is the gift of speech. If | 
want information, I'll damn well get it. For now, I'll play this out the way James wants to. "No, man, | don't. | just 


realized it this morning." 


| can see the distress in James' eyes when he responds. "Why didn't | notice, Uli? What the fuck is wrong with 


me? If | had realized how sick he was | could have taken him to the doctor or hospital." 


| manage to grasp what he's saying, but its one word that stops me cold and all of a sudden | feel like 
panicking. "Hospital?!" | grab him by the arms and yank him around to face me. "He needs to go to the hospital? 
Why the fuck didn't you say something?" 


"No, no, Lars." James shakes his head, his tone desperate as if just realizing that what he has said has given 


me cause for alarm. "I don't think it's that bad yet and Kirk wouldn't go for it anyway." 


Yet. Well, fuck, this is just getting better and better. "If Kirk needs to go to the hospital then Kirk will go to 
the hospital. There won't be any fucking discussion" 


James actually smiles at that. They don't call me the little dictator for nothing. "It's good to know you'll back 
me up on that," he says. "But | don't think we need to make a trip to the emergency room just yet" 


| frown, my original question still foremost in my mind. "So, you gonna tell me what this is about? | know he 
wasn't feeling well this morning and this afternoon he looked like he could use a nap. But." | shake my head, still 
feeling uneasy. "But | leave you alone for a few hours only to come back and have you talking about hospital 


trips. What the fuck's happened?" 


Once again, James does not answer my question. Instead, he reaches over and turns the burner off, moving 
the pan of heated milk to the back burner. What he does next does nothing for my peace of mind. He slumps in 
a chair, bracing his arms on the kitchen table so that he can prop his head up in his hands. And | do mean 
*prop*®. It's like his head is suddenly too heavy for him. James looks so fucking miserable and it scares me. 


| sit down across from him and latch onto a forearm. "James," | call softly, "tell me, man 
He looks up at me, his eyes flickering with too many emotions for me to read. Knowing James the way | do, 


though, | can guess. "He's sick, Lars, so fucking sick" There's a touch of anguish lurking in his tone. "I haven't 


seen him this sick in a long time a--and | don't know what to do." 


So, yeah, that's what | figured. James is a do something-type of guy. Right now he's probably wishing he could 
grab his gun and shoot whatever virus is making Kirk so sick. l'm sure being in love with Kirk has only made 
that desire stronger. With a sigh, | squeeze his arm. There's nothing like his panic to fuel my own. And the only 
way | know to fight that is to get information. "Look, Het, why don't you just tell me what happened when you 
got here." 


"We argued" 
"Huh?" Not the answer | was expecting. "You argued? About what?" 
‘| wanted him to go straight up to bed. He wanted to crash on the couch," James replies in exasperation 


"Who won?" Despite the seriousness of the conversation, I'm slightly amused. In my head, | can just picture 


this argument. 


"He did," James growls and jerks his thumb in the direction of the den. "Kirk is lying on the couch. He should be 
upstairs in bed, but he's not listening to me." 


We could spend the next twenty minutes on this argument, but | didn't have the time or the patience. "Yeah, 
okay, he's stubborn We already knew that. How sick is he?" 


"I took his temperature once | got him settled on the couch," James says. "His temp was at about 100. Not 
bad, but not good either. | figured we could get it down with some Tylenol" He frowns. "We argued about that, 
too. He didn't want to take any pills." 


| let out a breath, wondering why *l* get the distinct pleasure of having the two most obstinate people on the 
planet as friends. "Who won?" | repeat tiredly. 


The grin on James’ face can only be described as savage. "| won that round," Then the grin fades, “but only 


because he started coughing so bad | thought he was going to choke." 


| lean back in my chair taking it all in. "So he's got a cough and a slight fever. That's not so bad" I'm trying to 
sound hopeful. 


Any hope | have, though, James shoots down with his next words. "He's got all the symptoms of a cold, man. 
When he's not sneezing, his nose is running. He sounds congested, too. Fuck, Lars, | think he's got the flu.” 


"How the hell did he manage to hide that from us?" | ask angrily. Like | said, he looked like he wasn't feeling well 


this morning, but that's a far cry from what James is describing to me now. 


My best friend just shrugs helplessly. "I don't know. | think Kirk's been trying to deny how sick he really is even 
to himself. But, fuck, it was like we came in through the front door and he realized how bad he felt. Within the 


hour, you could tell he was really sick," He pauses. "It scared me." 


Those softly spoken words cost him a lot. James does not like to admit he's vulnerable. Doesn't matter that he 
is, he just doesn't like others to know it. Unfortunately for him, he's never been able to hide it very well from 


us. So | stand up and make my way over to him. Like I've done many times in the past, | pull him to me. 
There's a slight hesitation before | feel his arms go around my waist. Laying his head against my stomach, he 
grips me tightly. For my part, | just hold him close, rubbing my fingers along his scalp to calm him. We don't 


need any words, we never have. 


Its not long before he pulls away and takes a deep breath. "I think l'd better finish the cocoa. Kirk is probably 
wondering what the hell is taking so long." 


| nod and move as he stands. As he makes his way back to the stove | reach out to touch his arm briefly. 
"Hey, man," | say softly. "Maybe you should make him some tea instead. | know he loves your chocolate, but | 


don't think milk would be a good thing right now." 


James considers this for a moment. "Yeah, that's a good idea. Um, why don't you go check up on him and see 


if he's okay. lIl be out in a few minutes." 


"Sure, I'll do that," | answer, my voice still soft. | grab the bag of medications | picked up from the store and 
gesture to the other one. "There's some soup and stuff in there. Mind taking care of it?" 


"No problem, Uli" The haunted look hasn't left his eyes. He's taking Kirk's illness pretty hard. It's no surprise, 
really. Confessing your love to the person who means the world to you and then having that person get sick 
isn't the most promising way to start your new life as a couple. 


| touch his arm briefly. "H's going to be okay, Missekat. You'll see. In sickness and in health, right?" 


James looks at me, startled, than gives me a small smile. "Yeah, you're right. | just wish we could have done 


the ‘health’ part first." 


"Man, you've known him for more than twenty years," | respond with a grin of my own. "You've seen him go 


through some tough shit and the healthy times, too. It'll happen again" 
He reaches out and ruffles my hair. "What the fuck would | do without you, Uli," he says fondly. 
"Oh, | don't know. Maybe become a country and western singer?" | say with just enough cheek. 


He rolls his eyes at me. "That was a rhetorical question, Lars. You do know what ‘rhetorical! means, right? No, 


don't answer that. Just go check on Kirk, will you? He's probably going crazy out there." 


| can't help it. | laugh. "To go crazy one would have to have been sane before. Being in love with the Mighty 
Hetfield would support the fact that Kirk has been insane for a long time." 


"Ha, ha. You're so funny." James gives me a little push. "Now get out there and keep my baby company. 


"Baby? Now I've heard it all" Its my turn to roll my eyes. "You aren't planning on calling him that when we go 


on Tour, are you?" 


"Wouldn't you like to know?" An evil Hetfield grin accompanies that statement and | know things aren't ever 


going to be the same again. But such is life when in Metallica. And, truthfully, its not a bad thing. 


Walking into the den, | see Kirk propped up against a bunch of pillows at one end of the couch and blankets piled 
haphazardly at the other. The only light on is the lamp next to him. As | predicted, a fire burns merrily in the 


fireplace. 


Kirk's watching TV through half-closed eyes. There's no sound coming from the box, but who needs to hear 
the dialogue in a slasher movie anyway? Besides, Kirk probably knows all the words by heart. 


"Hey, there," | say softly, coming over to sit on the coffee table in front of him, and, incidentally, blocking his 


view of the film. "How are you feeling?” 


Kirk doesn't seem to notice as he smiles up at me. "Hi, Lars," he rasps and | try not to wince. It sounds like he 
has a piece of sandpaper wedged in his throat. James hadn't mentioned that. "M 


fine." 


Yeah, right. Tell me another one. | lay a hand on his forehead and he tries to pull away, but | won't let him. 
"You're pretty warn, Kirk. | think we should take your temperature again" | grab the digital thermometer from 
the end table and bring it toward him. 


Kirk turns away. "Not you, too, Uli," he mumbles. "You shouldn't be here. Might get sick" 


‘Naw, not me," | tell him cheerfully while turning his face back toward mine. "I'll be okay. Now open your mouth 


for me." | pat him lightly on the cheek. "Come on, now. Don't make me go get James." 
His eyes fill with tears. "l--I can't, Lars. It-it's hard to breathe with that thing in my mouth." 


Oh, shit. He's having trouble breathing. Oh, shit. For a minute, that's all | can think. "It's okay," | soothe, trying 


to keep the alarm out of my voice. "We can do this. Just trust me, alright?" 


Kirk eyes the thermometer before looking back at me. He nods and opens his mouth to accept the 
thermometer. When I'm sure he's comfortable with it, | cup his jaw and rub gently at his cheek with my 
thumb. "It won't be long now, Hamlet. Just relax. IIl be over soon. That's it. You're doing great." | keep a 
running dialogue for the minute or so it takes to get a reading. When the thermometer beeps, | pull it away 
and he takes a deep breath. Unfortunately, it initiates a short bout of coughing that sounds raw and painful. | 
reach down and grab the bottle of water sitting on the floor next to the couch. Handing it to him, | glance at 


the readout. 


"Bad?" Kirk rasps after taking a sip of water. Exhausted, he leans back against the pillows as he waits for my 
reply. 


"Its gone up a little bit," | answer as James comes into the room. 

"What's the temp?" He rumbles as he sets a tray down next to me. It has three mugs on it. 

| grab the one with the tea and hand it to Kirk. "Here, man, drink this. Ill make you feel better" 

"Lars?" The impatience in James’ voice is hard to miss. 

| sigh, watching Kirk drink his tea. "It's 102" | don't even have to look at James to know what expression is on 
his face. "It's still okay," | say reassuringly. "Why don't you bring me a couple of cool, wet washcloths. I'll work 


on bring his temp down while you fix him some soup. | don't want to give him any meds on an empty stomach." 


"Sure, Lars." The relief in his voice is evident. I've given him something to do. It makes him feel useful and not 
helpless. Something James Hetfield does not do well. 


"You're going to be okay, baby," He murmurs to Kirk as he lays a hand on his forehead. "Lars and | are gonna 


take good care of you." 
Kirk smiles at him. "Love you, James," he says somewhat shyly. 


"Love you, too, Hamlet," James runs his fingers through Kirk's ebony curls. "Now just sit tight. I'll be right 


back." He departs, leaving us alone. 


This seems to be the opportunity Kirk has been waiting for because he shifts on the pillows, leaning forward a 


little. "Lars, | need--" He swallows as his voice cracks. "Lars, | need you to do me a favor." 
| frown at his serious tone as | take the empty teacup away from him. "What is it, Kirk?" 


He looks earnestly at me. "Keep an eye on James, man. | think he might--" Kirk looks away for a minute. "l 
think he might be having trouble with the idea of me being sick. Um, you might have to force him to go home 
tonight." 


My laughter confuses him. | can tell by the look in his eyes. "Uh, Kirk, maybe you hadn't realized it yet, but 


James and | aren't leaving anytime soon. We're sticking around to keep an eye on you." 


Kirk's speechlessness only lasts a few seconds as he starts coughing again. In alarm, | pull him forward to 
drape over my arm while | rub his back The fit is tapering off as James comes back into the room with the 
items | asked him to get. 


James drops the cloths on the table and sits on the edge of the couch. With more tenderness than | have 
ever thought he was capable of, he cradles Kirk's face in his hands, rubbing away the tears that 

have spilled because of the violence of the attack. "Shh, take it easy. Shallow breaths, Babe." 

| continue to rub his back as James soothes him. Underneath my hands, | can feel him start to settle. 

'I--lm okay," Kirk finally tells us in a shaky voice. 

"You sure?" The man who's in love with him asks. 

"Now | am, James," Kirk reassures as he reaches out to lay a hand on his chest. "I just wish | could kiss you." 
"Aw, Hamlet." James sounds a bit husky and | can say | feel a little choked up myself. 

‘I'm so sorry, James," Kirk says miserably. "I didn't mean to get sick" 

"Kirk," James says to him. "You don't have to be sorry. Things like this happen. We'll get through it and we'll be 
able to share more than a kiss, okay? You just have to be patient and you have to help us get you well 
Understand?" 

Our sick guitarist nods as best he can with James’ hands cupping his face. James pulls his head down and 
places a small kiss to the crown of his curly head. "Now, I'm going to fix you some soup, okay?" He looks Kirk in 
the eye. "You just rest and keep covered up." The gruffness of his tone is in direct contrast to the gentleness 


in which he draws the blankets over Kirk. 


For my part, | ease Kirk back down among the pillows and pick up a wet washcloth. James leaves for the 


kitchen as | begin to mop Kirk's brow. 
"Thanks, Uli," Kirk says to me. "Feel better already.’ 
"You're welcome, Kirk." 


| bathe Kirk's face, changing out the washcloths every so often He's drifting, not quite asleep, when the phone 
rings. Without thinking about it, | answer it. "Ja?" 


| don't know why l'm surprised that it is Jason on the other end of the line. He *is* Kirk's friend. Nonetheless, 
I'm thrown by his voice and | stammer, "J--Jase?" 


Kirk perks up at that and actually tries to sit up. | push him back down gently as | listen. "Yeah, man," | say to 
Jason while trying to regain my equilibrium. That's the problem with Jason. He has the ability to throw me off 
my stride. Always has. But I've managed to hide that fact from him and I'm not going to let him know now. "I'm 


here. So is James. Kirk's--" A frantic shaking of my arm stops me from continuing and | look at Kirk. 


"Lars," He manages to croak out, "don't tell Jason I'm sick He might.well.! don't want him to..." 
| place a hand over the mouthpiece. "You don't want him to worry?" 


Kirk nods and collapses back against the pillows, sure that | understand. And | actually do. It's the real reason 
he didn't want to tell James or |. No matter what he said about delaying the album. But 

there's no time to think about that now because Jason is trying to get my attention. "Yeah, yeah, I'm here. 
Sorry about that. Uh, no, nothing's wrong. Everything's fine, Jason. You don't believe me? Ah, come on, man, 
would | lie to you?" | wince as the words leave my mouth. I'm fucked. It's always been hard for me to straight 


out lie to Jason. 


Beside me, | see Kirk's eyes going wide. He knows I'm in trouble. | try to smile reassuringly, but my bandmate's 
not buying it. Patting Kirk's shoulder, | tune back into my conversation with Jason and try one more time 
without fucking it up. "Actually, Jason, Kirk's asleep. We put in almost nineteen hours at the studio. After that, 
we decided to come to Kirk's place for dinner and a movie. The perfect way to unwind, right? So we're sitting in 
the den watching some horror movie, and Kirk's crashed out on the couch." | have to congratulate myself. The 
trick to pulling off a good lie is to have some truth in it. "Sure I'll pass along the message. You are? Oh, | didn't 
know that. Kirk didn't say anything. Yeah, guess you're right. There wouldn't be any need for him to tell us, 
huh..right..yeah..lll tell him. Have a safe trip, man. Okay, bye." 


Kirk watches me as | hang up the phone. "That was close. You could never lie worth shit to Jason" 

| can't do anything but agree. "Yeah, but | managed to pull it off this time. Or, at least, | think so. Sometimes | 
can't tell with Jason" | look Kirk straight in the eye. "He might call in a couple 

of days..once he gets settled." 


Kirk shifts uncomfortably, knowing that its inevitable that Jason will call. "He on his way to the airport?" 


| nod. "Yeah. He says he's gonna be gone for a couple of weeks. Something about having to settle some business 


in England. Why didn't you say anything?" 

Kirk shrugs. "I don't know, Uli. | just--l didn't think it was my place to say anything. You know?" 

Okay, | can buy that | guess. | don't have to like it, but | can understand where Kirk is coming from. Jason is no 
longer a part of Met. He's no longer obligated to let any of us know what he's doing. The thing is, | *like* to 


know what he's doing. I'm severely fucked. "Do you know what he's doing in England?" 


Bingo! I'm on to something there because Kirk shifts his gaze away from me. "I might have an idea," he hedges, 


coughing a little. "I, uh, just can't say." 


"And why the hell not!" | say harshly. 


He looks at me startled. "Geez, Uli, get a grip. | didn't realize he could still get to you like this, man 


"Jason does not get to me," | grumble, trying to deny what he's saying. Unfortunately, Kirk knows better than 
that. 


Kirk places a hand on my knee, no doubt trying to make me feel better. "Come on, Lars," he whispers. "I know 
how you feel about Jason Its okay." He pauses as if searching for the right words. "Um, maybe you should tell 


him how you feel, get it off your chest. It might make you feel better.” 


"Like you told James?" | challenge, dislodging his hand from my knee. | try to ignore the way it flops down as if 
there is no strength to hold it up. 


Kirk flinches and turns his head to avoid looking at me. "Uh, I'm really tired, Lars. | think I'm just gonna rest. 
Why don't you head on home. Take James with you. | can take care of myself. I'll be okay." 


Oh, shit. ve hurt Kirk Fuck. This is Jason's fault. He's not even in the room, hell, almost not in the country, 
and he's screwing me up. | open my mouth to apologize when James walks in with a bowl of soup. Great, just 
great. Things are about to get worse. Rehab or no rehab, jumping all over Kirk is the fastest way to get a fist 
in the face from the Mighty Hetfield. 


"What's going on?" James narrows his eyes, looking from me to Kirk. 
"N--nothing," Kirk answers before | can say anything. "I'm just really tired, James. Maybe you and Lars should 
go home. I'm not going to be much company." He hasn't looked at James once since our singer walked into the 


room. 


James notices and shoots me a puzzled frown. He knows something's up and | can tell he doesn't like it. "There's 


no way we're leaving you, Hamlet. You're too sick" 
Kirk seems to curl into himself as if trying to burrow into the back of the couch. "Just go away. Leave me 
alone." His tone, ragged with sickness, is infinitely weary. There just doesn't seem to be any fight in him and | 


know | caused that. 


"Can't do that, man," | respond. There is more to be said, but I'm having trouble finding the right words. 


There's irony in that..somewhere. 

| take a deep breath and let it out slowly. No matter how much | want to blame Jason for my behavior, | know 
its not really his fault. It's just that Jason throws me off balance. And | just hate that. It pisses me off. Still, | 
shouldn't have taken it out on Kirk. 


Looking at James, | answer his unspoken question "Its my fault. Let me handle this." 


Blazing blue eyes stare back at me and he shifts his stance. Others wouldn't notice, but I've been around the 


Mighty Het too long not to recognize the signs. James has gone into "protect" mode. Usually its one of us he's 
protecting against some idiot outside the closed fist. Now l'm the idiot. | honestly can't say | blame him. 


"Kirk," | lean forward, breaking eye contact with James. | place a hand on his shoulder. "l'm sorry. | shouldn't 
have said that to you. | didn't mean it. Didn't mean to hurt you." Out of the corner of my eye | can see the 
thunderous expression on James' face, but | can't worry about that now. I've got to focus on the person in 


front of me. 


"Look," | begin again. "You were right. Jason gets to me." Kirk still hasn't turned to look at me and | hear a 
growl coming from James. Of course, it could be my imagination, but | don't want to take any chances. I've got 


to get Kirk to listen. | get the feeling that James will relax if Kirk will just look at me and accept my apology. 


So, | keep trying. Squeezing Kirk's shoulder, | gather enough courage to say something I've kept hidden for 
years. "Jason and | have slept together." 


Kirk turns to look at me, eyes wide in astonishment. "What?" He squeals, triggering another coughing fit. 


Quickly, | reach for the bottle of water and hand it to him. 


James is beside him in an instant, helping him to sit up and drink the water. He's glaring at me, but | meet the 


Hetfield gaze head on without a flinch. 


Kirk finally stops coughing, breathing heavily. "When the fuck did that happen?" He rasps as James grabs one 
of the washcloths and wipes Kirk's face with it. 


| sigh and help James settle him back among the pillows, drawing the blankets up to his neck. "It was a couple 
of months after you left him. Intellectually, he knew that seeing James hurt in Montreal made you realize how 
much you really loved him." | look over at the ‘him’ in question and almost take delight in his thunderstruck 
expression. But | turn back to Kirk, knowing | have to finish. "Jase stuck by your decision to break up, knowing 
that you didn't want to hurt him by staying with him. But, still, he couldn't help what he was feeling." | gaze 
into Kirk's watery eyes, seeing the past and the scars that it had left on him as well. | hope that what l'm 
about to say next doesn't add another scar. "He was in love with you, Kirk | don't know if you realized that or 


not, but it's true." 


Kirk's lips tremble, but I'm more aware of the man next to me. l'm afraid to look at James because | have no 


idea what his reaction will be to what I've said. 


James puts a hand on my shoulder and | try not to flinch. "H's okay, Uli," he rumbles, kneeling beside me. He 
looks from me to Kirk "I know Jason and Kirk were together, but that was a long time ago." He reaches out to 


grasp Kirk's hand "Now | have Kirk and he has me." 


Kirk squeezes the hand holding his and smiles, but a tear slips down his cheek "Lars," he says softly, "|.was 
never in love with Jason and he knew that. What we had was good, but it wasn't enough. I--| think he knew 


how | felt about James even before | did. But then James--" he breaks off with a choking sound, no doubt 


remembering that awful night. 


| reach out to comfort him, but | don't actually get the chance. James gently maneuvers Kirk into a sitting 
position Throwing the pillows to the floor, he slips behind our lead guitarist. Arms that were once terribly 
burnt, wrap around Kirk, holding him close. With a broken sigh, Kirk is snuggling back against James. 


‘Its okay, baby," James says softly, planting a kiss to Kirk's temple. "I'm here. We survived Montreal. 
Everything turned out fine. No need to get upset.” 


Kirk clutches the arms around him a little tighter. His voice trembles when he speaks. "I--l had a feeling that 
Jason was in |--love with me. Then M--Montreal happened and | knew that |..that |..that James was..the one." 
He stops, his chest heaving a little as he tries to control his rampant emotions. "Don't you see, Uli? | had to 
break it off with Jason. If | didn't, | was just going to end up hurting him more. And | just couldn't do that." 


"I know," | say as | brush curls away from his forehead. "You did the right thing. Anyway, like | said, Jase came 
to me a few months after. He--he needed me, Kirk And | let him have what he needed. It was both the best 
and worst night of my life." 


"What happened, Lars?" James' soft question takes me by surprise. The new, more understanding Het is 
something I'm still trying to get used to. 


"We haven't slept together since." | look at Kirk. "I fell in love with him that night, but | knew it meant nothing 
to him other than a friend helping him through a rough time. Over the years, I've hoped that he would turn 
and see me and realize how much he loved me. There were times when | thought | could see it in his eyes, a 
gesture, a word. You know?" | shake my head sadly. "But then he left me..us. And | knew then that my hope 


was wasted. So, yeah, Kirk, Jase gets to me." 


| finally look away. My emotions are all over the place and I'm trying to choke back tears. And fuck if there 
isn't that silence again. | can feel it crowding me and | wish there is some way for me to talk myself out of 


it.to fight it, but | can't. lim just too spent. 


There's a hand on my cheek and it's guiding my face upward. Kirk is looking at me, sadness lurking in his eyes. 
But it's James, cupping my face. 


"Hope is never wasted," James says, his own voice rough. "Without hope, | wouldn't be sitting here with Kirk in 
my arms. And how long did that take, Lars? Almost ten years for Kirk? Maybe more? And me? Hell, | think I've 
had feelings for Kirk since the beginning. I've just been fucked up. So you see, Lars? There's still hope. Maybe 
Jason's just a little fucked up right now." 


He almost had me. | was just thinking that the rehab shit had really changed him. But then our real James 
came through. Thank fuck, too. A saccharinely sweet James is a diabetic coma waiting to happen. Still, | can 


appreciate the sentiment and his little pep talk actually had me smiling a little. 


Kirk's smiling, too, caressing the arm encircling him. | don't even think he's aware he's doing it. "James is right, 
Uli. Don't give up. You just have to make Jason see. If it helps any, you shake Jason up just as much as he 
rattles you." 


"| do?" | ask, blankly. Could | possibly have some sway over the man | love? Do | make him crazy like he makes 
me? If Kirk's words are to be believed there might be hope after all. 


Kirk nods, grinning. "Oh, yeah, man. I've seen him get flustered when he talks about you." 


"He talks about me?" | feel like a girl at a sleep over, talking to my friends about the boy | have a crush on 


Okay, so that description isn't so far from the truth. 


"You want me to braid your hair?" James snickers. Apparently, he has the same impression. Personally, | think 


we've been around each other too long. 


"Braid my hair? You're kidding, right? | don't have enough. Now, Kirk on the other hand." | shoot him an evil 


grin. 
'No--" Kirk's protest is cut off by a sneeze followed by more coughing. 

Instantly, | sober. Kirk looks so right cuddled next to James that for a minute there I'd forgotten he was sick 
James rubs Kirk's chest as he continues to wheeze through chapped lips. "Take it easy, Hamlet. Here, drink 
some water" He brings the bottle | hand him to Kirk's mouth and after a few swallows, Kirk seems to get his 


breathing under control. 


"I think it's time for some soup, Kirk," | say as | reach for the bowl James brought earlier. "Once you eat 


something, you can take some medicine. It'll make you feel better." 
"Lars, | think the soup's cold," James interjects. 


Holding the bowl, | realize he's right. | nod and get up. Fuck, | think my butts numb from sitting on the table 
for so long. "I'll just heat it up in the microwave and be right back" | turn and head for the kitchen 


"Hey, wait." Kirk gasps out. 

| stop and look back at him. 

"Lars, | didn't answer your question," he says as he sniffles. "Jason talks about you all the time. | think he has 
feelings for you, but doesn't realize how deep they go. Maybe you could help him out?" The smile he flashes at 


me would fucking scare the devil 


But what can | say, | like the way he thinks. "You know, that's not a bad idea," | reply with an answering smile. 


Yeah, not a bad idea at all. James is right. If it can work out for him and Kirk, then | have a shot with Jason. 
There is hope. 


As | head for the kitchen, | start planning my strategy. | have a few weeks to get my shit together before 
Jason gets back from England. That's plenty of time for me to mount a campaign. | snigger. That's not all | 


want to mount, but all in due time. If | plan this right, I'll get everything I've ever wanted and more. 


Operation Jason. That's what I'll call it. | really like the way that sounds. Thinking about the two men in the 


other room, | realize | have allies. 
Jason doesn't stand a chance. 


But right now, | have more pressing matters that need my attention. The main one is back in the den, lying on 


the couch. | have a sick friend to care for. 
So, with images of Jason floating around in my head, | go about doing just that. 


The End 


